THE   NEW   MONGOLIA

voice rising higher and higher, and as it climbed to a
wild scream the music became fainter and fainter,
except for the intermittent thunder of the drums. After
a while the priest rose to his feet, rolling his bloodshot
eyes and flinging his arms wildly about, the din of the
music simultaneously rising to an ear-splitting cres-
cendo. The spectators recoiled in terror from the
gesticulating figure and pressed close to the wall of
the tent. The priest was now foaming at the mouth.
Suddenly he gave a nerve-shattering scream, as
suddenly the music stopped and for a few moments
there was dead silence, a silence charged with breath-
less, petrified fear. The priest writhed, shook himself,
threw his drum away, then leaping into the air he
landed in front of the sword and plucked it out of
the ground. A burst of music, rolling drums, scream-
ing bells, then silence.

The Shamanite with lightning speed whirled the
long, curved sword high above his head, cutting
through the ak with a high-pitched, whistling swish*
Then he began to spin round and round, the glinting
circle made by the blade in the air descended lower
and lower, till the point of the sword was close to our
faces, so close that we all whimpered with fear. In
an insane, screaming frenzy the priest continued to
dance about, stabbing every inch of the air with the
murderous, flashing blade, lest the evil spirit find a
refuge in any space, however small. He neither saw
nor heard, only hopped about with closed eyes,
shrieking and foaming at the mouth, thrusting,
lunging and parrying, yet his sword flew past within

[38]